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Rehearsing for Transformation: Theatre of the Oppressed, Pedagogy and
Human Rights
Amir Al-Azraki1 Graphic Design by Janna Martin
The report showcases a series of TO training workshops and projects in several contexts and
settings. The aim of the report is to show how TO techniques and forms could contribute to the
transformation of the learning environment and the social justice issues relevant to diverse
communities across cultures (North America, Latin America, Middle East). It highlights and
facilitates critical discourse and interchange through working with various participants (students,
faculty, refugees, women, artists, prison staff etc.) and tackling significant issues such as trauma,
violence, oppression, discrimination, gender inequality and homophobia. The report shows how TO
could be used as a powerful tool to promote social change and critical pedagogy.

Amir Al-Azraki (Ph.D. York University, Canada, 2011) is an Iraqi-Canadian playwright, literary translator and an Assistant
Professor of Arabic language, literature, and culture at Renison University College, University of Waterloo. He is a Theatre of the
Oppressed practitioner who works across cultures to highlight and facilitate discourse and interchange through his work. His
projects in Applied Theatre have been employed in workshops throughout Canada, USA, Argentina, and Iraq. He has worked
with women artists, students, and refugees, utilizing Theatre of the Oppressed techniques to address human rights issues.
Among his plays are: Waiting for Gilgamesh: Scenes from Iraq, Stuck, The Mug, and The Widow. Al-Azraki is the author of The
Discourse of War in Contemporary Theatre (in Arabic), co-editor and co-translator of Contemporary Plays from Iraq, and coeditor and co-translator of several published poems by Arab female poets.
1

Published by UNI ScholarWorks, 2020

1

R e he a r si n g f or T r a ns f o rm a t io n :
T h ea t r e o f t h e Op p r es s e d ,
P ed a g o gy , a nd H u ma n R i gh t s
Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed Journal, Vol. 5 [2020]

Introduction
I am the son of Sumer and Babylon, the offspring of Gilgamesh, Enkidu, Ishtar and Inanna. I was
born between the Two Rivers, in Mesopotamia, the cradle of civilization. My country is 6000
years old. My culture is very rich and diverse. Yet, my people have experienced oppression,
violence, and trauma. Born when the Iraq-Iran war broke out in 1980, I had to go through the
atrocities of wars (like many other Iraqis), and all sorts of oppression (political, social, economic,
religious etc.) during and after the Baathist regime. Growing up in such a problematic
environment has made me more interested in understanding and addressing oppression.
During Saddam’s time, many did not dare to question or criticize the oppressive political regime
nor the corrupt government. In addition to daily persecution and human rights violations, people
suffered severely because of the wars and the imposed US/UN embargo and sanctions of the
1990s. In post-Saddam era, religious oppression took over as ‘neo-puritans’ tried to eliminate
anything that has no root in the Quran and the Sunnah, including the arts and freedom of
expression, sectarian religiosity and dogmatism. Also, institutional and pedagogical oppression
exemplified through, to use Freire’s term, ‘banking' education, rigid rules and regulations which
are dictated and controlled by outdated and biased elites.
After the American invasion in 2003, I took two part-time jobs: a professor of modern drama
and a translator/fixer for international news reporters who came to cover the post-war situation
in Iraq. In 2005, I was threatened by the religious militia in Iraq, with the accusation that I was
teaching and promoting anti-Islamic and Western ideas and also working for foreign journalists
“traitors/spy agents”. So, I had to flee the country. I flew to Jordan and stayed there for a few
months, then to Syria where I spent almost a year between Aleppo and Damascus doing
nothing but feeding on dreams, as Aeschylus once said.
Upon my arrival in Canada in 2007 to embark on my PhD in Theatre Studies at York University, I
was immediately struck by the critical thinking and experiential learning within the
Canadian higher education system. Complementing what I experienced in lectures and
seminars was my encounter with Paulo Freire’s ground-breaking book, The Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. This was the first book I read in Canada and it spiraled my thinking into considering,
“What if?” Might it be possible to change the “relational dance” between students and
academics in Iraqi universities to promote a dialogue in which knowledge is collaboratively
constructed rather than unilaterally delivered? Freire remained an inspiring figure in my thought
development, but it was not until encountering Augusto Boal, another Brazilian, that a relevant
practical and theatrical application was discovered. The seed of my idea of Boal’s Forum
Theatre addressing oppressive pedagogy in Iraqi universities was born.
Freire and Boal were Brazilian thinkers whose theory and practice resonated with me as a
powerful praxis for tackling oppression in post colonial Iraq. After my training on the techniques
of Forum Theatre in the UK and Canada, I have been facilitating Theatre of the Oppressed
across cultures to address human rights issues. I have worked with and trained women, artists,
students, and refugees. My lived experience of oppression has enhanced and driven me to
explore, understand, analyze and address all kinds of oppression, starting with my country and
travelling through the world learning from new people, contexts, and applications of Theatre of
the Oppressed. My projects and research in Applied Theatre have been employed in workshops
and seminars throughout Canada, USA, Argentina and the Middle East. Below is an account of
my work, starting with the most recent and going back to 2010, when the seed of my idea was
born.

2019

Rosario, Argentina
August 15&16, 2019

Location: El Centro
Especializado de
Responsabilidad
Penal Juvenil,
Rosario
This two-day workshop was a training of employees on the
techniques of the Theatre of the Oppressed to develop
institutional practices. The workshop par ticipants at the
juvenile detention centre were Spanish speakers who did no
t understand English, which created a language barrier
because I am not fluent in Spanish. My Argentinian friend
who knew some English helped translate some of my words
into Spanish. To overcome this obstacle, we utilized Image
theatre, as espoused by Boal, as a universal language which
was understood well by everyone.

Reconquista, Argentina
August 5&6, 2019

Location: Instituto Superior
de Formación Docente en
Ar tes, Reconquista

At the ar t institute, students were trained on the techniques of
Forum Theatre as a political tool to address issues of human rights.
Professor Leonardo Di Lorenzo co-facilitated the workshop, and
pointed out that political theatre in Argentina has been underrated
and barely exists. He described the Forum theatre experiment as
"an empowering experience for the students, since it enabled them
to intervene as agents of change." I was impressed by the level of
passion and commitment of the students (spect-actors) to discuss
and enact oppression.

Waterloo, Ontario
March 5, 2019

Location: Wilfrid Laurier
University, Waterloo

The workshop "Vicarious Resilience in Field Education Through Theatre
of the Oppressed" was par t of the Annual Advanced Field Instructors
Training organized by the Social Work Field Education Teams at
Renison University College (University of Waterloo) and Wilfrid Laurier
University. The workshop explored some of the techniques incorporated
in Boal’s The Rainbow of Desire and also in the Forum Theatre. The
goal of the workshop was to help social workers and students of social
work understand, analyze and transform internal and external
oppression and also explore the best Forum Theatre techniques for
effective facilitation in high-trauma environments.

Waterloo, Ontario
January 23, 2019

Location: Renison University
College, University of
Waterloo,
Waterloo

Forum Theatre as Pedagogy: Using Theatre of the Oppressed as a
Critical Pedagogy in Post-secondary Learning Environments
The 3-hour workshop was designed to train educators in the techniques
of Forum Theatre so they could utilize it as one of their pedagogical
tools to explore polemical issues incorporated in their curriculum,
rendering the subject matter memorable and meaningful. By using forum
theatre in the classroom, educators would become facilitators that help
students learn experientially and engage authentically, while opening
them to new and diverse perspectives. Learning through Theatre of the
Oppressed would equip students with the ability to understand, analyze
and transform oppression.

Location: Renison University
College, University of
Waterloo,
Waterloo

Waterloo, Ontario
October, 2018

Pilot Project: Ar ts-Based Social Justice Workshop: Assessing
an Ar ts- Based Pedagogical Approach to Learning

2018

In collaboration with Professor Soheila Kolahdouz Asfahani and
Professor Trish Van Katwyk, we designed and conducted a
research project to investigate how ar ts-based methods are
effective for learning. Learners in four university
classrooms were asked to read an academic ar ticle about social
justice. Next, a dialogue identifying the main themes of the
ar ticle were explored to frame the learning activities. The
learners then engaged in Forum theatre (see Boal), critical
dance, and critical ar t making to inspire collaborative and
creative expression. We collected feedback through surveys and
interviews. Of the survey respondents, 94% agreed or strongly
agreed that ar t activities were useful in approaching the
readings differently and 92% agreed or strongly agreed that
the workshop had opened up new ways of engaging with the
topics of readings. A survey respondent reflected, “I feel as
though I’ve actually internalized the ideas we talked about and
have a physical representation of the work we’ve done”.

Boston, USA
June 27, 2018

Location: William Joiner
Institute, University of
Massachusetts Boston,
Legislative Theatre
Channeling the spirit of
Augusto Boal's 'Theatre of the
Oppressed' Joiner workshop
par ticipants wrote and
per formed their own shor t play
during the workshop week
around the theme of recent
budget cuts at the Joiner
Institute. Using stories by
Joiner writer and veteran
Joshua Lewin, and Barbara
Lewis, Director of the Trotter
Institute for Black Culture,
we then helped shape the story
with workshop actors.

"The ensuing production was a live, and par tially improvised, story
of the value of the Joiner's work to UMass Boston and the veteran
community with par ticipation from audience members. Featuring
local decision makers from the Boston Mayor's Office, Senator Pat
Jehlen's office, and the UMass Boston unions, the Legislative
Theatre production produced several possible solutions to the
budget crisis including 1) a broad communication campaign to
highlight the Joiner Institute's work and value and to 2) continue
public demonstrations of suppor t for the Joiner at the legislative,
university, and public level. Thank you to all our actors and
audience par ticipants for their work and feedback.”
- William Joiner Institute, 2018 Newsletter

Basrah, Iraq
May 15, 2018

Location: Institute of Fine
Ar ts, Basrah

After introducing Theatre of the Oppressed to the Institute of Fine Ar ts
students, oppression was explored through various scenarios and
settings: domestic violence, gender-based violence, students' struggles
with their parents, unbalanced power relations with their teachers, and
students' economic challenges.
Just like Argentinian students, Iraq i students were very excited and
sometimes impatient in their par ticipation and interaction with the
actors on stage. Never theless, when I arrived at the Institute, I was
received with suspicion because they thought I might be another
patronizing westernized scholar who came to use them for my
postcolonial research. Luckily, I was able to build a rappor t with them
by asking them about their interests, hobbies and aspirations, and by
sharing my personal story and how I ended up in Canada, which in
turn, gained their sympathy and trust. When I first introduced Freire
and Boal, students and professors thought that I was promulgating
ideas of Western white thinkers. Their concern disappeared soon after
they knew that both theorists were from Brazil.

Waterloo, Canada
April 2, 2018

Location: Renison University
College, University
of Waterloo

One of the courses I teach, "An Introduction to Arab and Muslim Drama,"
investigates critical issues such as politics, wars, revolutions, gender,
violence, class and identity represented in Arab and Muslim theatre and
per formance. One of the learning objectives is to examine some of the
controversial issues in Arab and Muslim cultures which was explored
through a collaborative Forum piece in 2018. Students spent two weeks
learning about the Forum techniques and the role of the joker. Then two
weeks of rehearsing. Throughout the course, students worked on their
final project, a piece that was collaboratively researched, written and
rehearsed then per formed.
The class of winter 2018 was a small class of eight students, seven
were from a Muslim background and one was a white-non-Muslim
student. During the first in-class discussion, a Muslim outspoken student
suggested the topic of homosexuality in Islam. The whole class went
silent upon hearing his suggestion. Deep down, I felt very excited about
the topic. Although the non-Muslim student remained neutral, the rest
were against it. Growing up as a Muslim, I know how this topic is
considered as one of the taboos. Regardless of the more recent
uncommonly held interpretations of homosexuality in Islam, it is
forbidden and condemned.
The same student shared a story of his Muslim gay friend who had been
struggling to tell his parents that he was gay. Then another student
shared another similar story. In the beginning, the conversation felt
uncomfor table, and I had to facilitate it vigilantly so that cultural and
religious sensitivity was respected; yet, I also tried to encourage the
students to move beyond their comfor t zone and stimulate their critical
thinking skills. It took almost half of our allocated time debating the
topic. In one of the discussions, the outspoken student addressed the
whole class saying:
Let’s look at this from a human rights perspective. Gay people ask for
their rights, just like Muslims in the West, I can’t be a hypocrite. By living
in Canada and demanding rights to live as a Muslim, and ignoring and
saying that gay people should not be given any rights, that’s hypocrisy
and I’m not going to be a hypocrite.
The show did not propagate or endorse any view regarding
homosexuality but explored a human situation and asked the spectactors to resolve the situation.

Audience (spect-actors):
The audience was a heterogenous responsive crowd. Among them,
there were conservative Muslim families, students’ families, and a gay
Muslim, who came to me after the show and shared his story back in
Egypt. He was thrilled by the courageous show tackling such a taboo
subject and he wished people stayed for a longer discussion and
conversation. One of the audience members was my colleague, a
professor of Islamic history. Touched by the main character’s dilemma,
he shared a story of his gay cousin who hid the fact that he was gay
until he was about to get married to a woman, at that time he asked
my colleague (his cousin), “What should I do? I am doing it because I
have to.”
Students-Actors:
Acting was foreign to most of the students and they were unsure of
how the public would react. Not only are they showcasing taboo topic
(homosexuality in Islam), these students-actors were subject to
something most actors don’t deal with — the direct interventions of the
audience members. After per forming the play, there was a huge sense
of satisfaction for everyone and the students were all very happy
about their work. As the protagonist (oppressed) stated at the end of
the show:
The entire class pushed themselves into new, uncomfor table roles and
in the process we gained a lot of knowledge not just about the topic
but about ourselves. I really appreciated it. That was by far the best
time of my university career. I would love to see more TO shows and
learn more about TO.
One of the students who was entirely against the topic, ended up in
favor of it. She went through a radical transformation, from a complete
rejection of homosexuality to a total understanding and acceptance.

Dubai, UAE
December 14, 2017

Location: Dubai

HER STORY IS, a collective project led by independent women
writers and ar tists from the United States and Iraq, who promote
projects aimed at expanding linguistic, ar tistic, and cultural
boundaries in response to global conflict and its aftermath, with a
focus on centralizing the experience of women. The workshop in
December utilized Image Theatre, tackling issues of domestic
abuse, violence and trauma faced by women in Iraq & USA.

2017

Founded in 2010, HER STORY IS produces exhibitions, anthologies,
scholarly ar ticles, panel discussions, theater productions, and a semiannual residency in the Middle East. We believe our process transforms
established power structure, creates new grounds for learning, and
builds a community of equals across borders.
Source: http: //www.for tpointtheatrechannel.org/herstory- is

Basrah, Iraq
December 9, 2017

Location: Businessmen
Federation Hall, Basrah

The par ticipants were trained on the Forum & Image Theatre techniques
to explore gender inequality within a patriarchal context. The workshop
was sponsored by Lotus Women Cultural League. As a man training a
group of women, I felt uncomfor table in the beginning when hearing their
stories of oppression perpetrated by men. In the past, when I was living
in Iraq, I was not aware of these stories within my society, but later as an
observer, I have realized how excruciating and prevalent these stories
are. This workshop shaped my perspective and taught me how to be a
better ally, which later had an impact on my work.

Waterloo, Canada
March 27, 2017

Location: Renison University
College, University
of Waterloo

Studies in Islam at Renison University College, in par tnership with
Arab Canadian Theatre (Kitchener-Waterloo) per formed a Forum play
called Lost in Translation. This play is based on a true story of an Arab
ar tist living in Waterloo. The scenerio was of an Arab refugee who does
not speak English and his daughter buying coffee at a cafe, but running
into discrimination. Both this project and my earlier project Rehersals for
Change, explored the struggle of older generation Arab refugees in
terms of resilience and integration in Canadian society. The audience
was responsive and compassionate. Most of their responses accentuate
the impor tance of empathy, tolerance, and being aware of the
newcomer ’s needs and problems.
The true story from Lost in Translation inspired me to write another play
called The Mug. It tells the story of the agony, alienation, exploitation,
nostalgia, desire and despair of an Arab ar tist who was tor tured in
prison during Saddam’s regime, and who lost two sons during the
American invasion, before becoming a refugee in Canada. The play was
per formed twice in Canada and also as an audio play in the UNESCO
Playwrights Festivals in New Zealand in 2019. Even though I was not a
refugee, by working with refugees, I felt some kind of bond and empathy
since I share some similar diasporic experience and challenges when I
first arrived in Canada.

Nashville, USA
February 6&7, 2017

Location: Belmont University,
Nashville

I led a workshop on Forum
Theatre for a group of nine
Theatre and Musical Theatre
students at Belmont University
addressing the issues of sexual
violence and homelessness.

Photo source: https: //www.usnews.com/best-col leges/belmont-university-3479

Waterloo, Canada
July 31, 2016

2016

Location: Kitchener-Waterloo
Little Theatre

Rehearsals for Change provided a platform to explore integration
problems related to Arab refugees, such as trauma and the
challenge to learn a foreign language. It also empowered the
par ticipants by engaging them in influential and creative
dialogues. It was an experimental platform where par ticipants
from the Arab community and professional ar tists, trained
together in the techniques of Forum Theatre, enacted sensitive
and significant issues, and where audience members, stimulated
and empowered, contributed to the discussion of those issues.
To begin, we conducted a
poll within the Arab
community, asking about
issues they face in day to
day life then chose the
theme of communication. In
his play a wife is forbidden
by her husband to attend
English as a Second
Language school. She is
isolated at home and her
husband believes that is a
wife's place. They argue and
this is where the play can
elicit strong opinions from
the audience.
I was interviewed by The
Record, and they asked me
about the purpose of the
event, I explained, "We are
trying to raise awareness.
The wife (in the play) will
learn how to argue, how to
convince her husband. In
forum theatre, it's not the
situation that is impor tant,
it's the discussion."
Story by Valerie Hill, The
Waterloo Region Record,
July 4, 2017

Basrah, Iraq
Sept-Oct

Location: College of Fine Ar ts,
the University of Basrah

Transforming the Learning Environment through Forum Theatre:
Developing a Basrah University Model

2010

The project's beginnings:
This project was a cross-cultural training oppor tunity and an
action-research initiative designed to explore the ways in which
interactive theatre can contribute to the transformation of the
teaching-learning environment in an Iraq i university. This project
was a collaboration between the University of Basrah, Central
School of Speech and Drama, University of London. The proposal
was presented to CARA (Council for Assisting Refugee
Academics).
A research group was established, consisting initially (in addition
to Al-Azraki as author) of Rober t Fothergill, Professor Emeritus of
Theatre at York University as a Principal Investigator (PI), Bruce
Wooding, Head of the School of Professional and Community
Development at the Central School of Speech and Drama,
University of London, as co- PI, and Abdul Kareem Abood,
Professor in the Theatre Depar tment at the Fine Ar ts College,
University of Basra, as Director of the Project.
The project's goals:
The project star ted from
the assumption that some
aspects of the learning
environment at Basra
University were relatively
dysfunctional and
constituted barriers and
disincentives to productive
interaction among
teachers and students.
The project sought to
implement a theatrical practice
and pedagogical methods that
could provoke awareness and
change behaviour. The key
issues underpinning the
intervention, action and
change were drawn from the
student par ticipants at Basra
University. For example:
Gender issues
Teacher-student relationships
in class
Alienation from learning
Unengaging teaching and
learning
Lack of motivation
Negative external environment

The impact of the project:
After implementing qualitative and quantitative research tools (such as
questionnaire, observation, interviews) we found that the project
achieved positive outcomes and impact on the learning environment.
Impor tantly, as a team, we have learnt from each other, shared
knowledge and developed new knowledge. We have learnt a great deal
through the project as researchers about why qualitative research is
valuable and how Forum Theatre can be a very useful method to explore
issues in a university setting. There is a space for such work and it has
enormous potential. All people involved learnt about cross-cultural work
and the par ticular dynamics of a Canadian, UK and Iraq i triangle.
We have all been enabled to have
meaningful professional development
and to do high-level knowledge
transfer. We have not always agreed,
but the disagreements have led us to
refine and clarify our work and to
reconsider some of our assumptions.

“Banking Collapses: Transforming the Learning Environment in Iraq
through Forum Theatre.” Reimagining Research for Reclaiming the
Academy in Iraq: Identities and Par ticipation in Post- conflict Inquiry.
Sense, Rotterdam, South Holland, NL, 2012.
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/ptoj/vol5/iss1/10
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